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Developing leaders of sessional teachers  
in higher education 
 
 
 
Terry Timberlake 
Deakin University, Geelong, Australia 
t.timberlake@deakin.edu.au  
 
 
Sessional teachers are increasingly contributing to teaching and learning in Australia and 
internationally. Hence, the role of their academic supervisor is quite considerable. In this 
paper I argue that not only do the development needs of sessional teachers require 
addressing, but so do those of their supervisors. By analysing the results of a survey of 
sessional teachers at Deakin University in Australia in 2009, I propose a tripartite model 
of academic development that sees the central academic development unit take a leading 
role in facilitating a ‘meeting of the minds’ between sessional teachers and those leading 
them.  
 
Keywords: sessional teachers, academic development, leadership  
 
 
Introduction 
 
In a higher education environment in which there is growing student diversity, more emphasis 
on flexible learning opportunities, increasing employer expectations of graduate attributes and 
the rising contribution of sessional teachers to student engagement and learning, the role of 
leaders of teaching and learning takes position centre-stage. My purpose here is to consider 
one aspect of leadership in higher education that has great significance for the student 
learning experience. With the increasing casualisation of teaching in higher education (Percy 
et al., 2008), it is timely to focus attention on leaders of sessional teachers – who may be 
supervisors, unit chairs or subject coordinators, depending on institutional terminology. 
 
As the nature of higher education changes, notions of leadership within that context also 
change. With sessional teachers contributing significantly to the core business of higher 
education, the challenge for higher education institutions is to build models of leadership that 
adequately acknowledge and support the needs of those directly involved with teaching, 
including lecturers and tutors.  
 
Responding to needs identified at Deakin University through a survey of sessional teachers 
during 2009, I will propose one approach to leading, developing and supporting sessional 
teachers in higher education that ‘connects’ the central academic development unit, the 
sessional teacher(s) and the unit chair/supervisor with whom the sessionals work. This 
tripartite model of professional development emphasises alignment of needs of unit 
chairs/supervisors and those of sessional teachers. 
 
Literature review 
 
In looking ahead to the twenty first century, Jay Conger (1993) reflected on the type of leader 
and leadership that would be required. Based on the recognition that organisational behaviour 
theory had heavy emphasis in management theory and management schools curriculum, 
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Conger (1993) foresaw that subordinates would expect leaders to possess sound interpersonal 
skills and be able to manage in a decentralised environment. The “post-hierarchical leader … 
will increasingly become a coordinator, coach and consultant” (Conger, 1993, p. 211). 
Applying such thinking to higher education suggests leadership is likely to be more dispersed 
(Bolden, Petrov & Gosling, 2009; Lumby, 2003), less hierarchical and positional (Eddy & 
VanDerLinden, 2006), shared (Pearce, 2004) and located more in the work of teams (Mercer, 
2009; van Ameijde, Nelson, Billsberry & van Meurs, 2009).  
 
Gronn (2000) advises caution about predicting paradigm shifts in leadership theory, but 
similarly sees the way of the future as leadership being decentralised and distributed to the 
unit of analysis where action occurs – “… jointly performed and tool-mediated activity 
(p. 318)”. Such activity forms the nucleus of ‘learning by doing’ in the workplace 
environment (Engestrom, 2008), which in the context of this paper is the subject or unit 
teaching team, with the academic as leader. Learning to become an effective teacher in higher 
education involves both product and process, situated in the social and cultural activity of 
teaching teams (Brown, Collins & Duguid, 1989; Percy & Beaumont, 2008).  
 
It is challenging to articulate a definition of ‘academic leadership’ (Vilkinas, Leask & Rogers, 
2007), but at the teaching team activity level, leadership is one function of the academic 
coordinator, who are “… those staff that have responsibility for the design and the delivery of 
programs within universities” (Vilkinas et al., 2007, p 3). The role of academic coordinator is 
a complex one (Vilkinas et al., 2007), particularly if leading a team of sessional teachers 
(Cameron & Tesoriero, 2002).  
 
Distributed leadership is cautiously seen as one way of reframing leadership in higher 
education institutions (Bolden et al., 2009), and academic coordinators can sensibly be 
included in such reframing. There are tensions and complexities attached to leadership in 
organisations such as higher education institutions, particularly with distributed leadership 
(Bolden et al., 2009). However, at the unit teaching team level, effective leadership is central 
to the work of sessional teachers. 
 
In the Australian context, Lefoe and Parish (2009) shift analysis from distributed leadership to 
distributive leadership, which acknowledges transference of thought from the traditional 
superior single leader who delegates, to one who is regarded as a “first among peers” (p. 265). 
Again a case could be made for placing the supervisor of sessional teachers into the category 
of ‘academic coordinator’ delivering a program to students. Development of leadership 
capabilities amongst academic coordinators/sessional supervisors needs to include the 
capability of supporting the development of sessional teachers (Hall, Slaney & Parker, 1997; 
Harris 2006; Percy et al., 2008). 
 
The quality of the learning experience for students is markedly dependent upon sessional 
teachers, and upon the successful leadership and management of the whole teaching team 
(Davis, 1998). Workshops, seminars, training and online professional development have their 
place (Cameron & Tesoriero, 2002; Davis, 1998) but in isolation have been shown to be less 
than optimal (Davis, 1998; LeFoe & Parish, 2009). It is ongoing support and development 
that sessional teachers (and their supervisors) need (Dearn, 2005; James, 2007).  
 
In order to provide this ongoing support, team leaders in an academic context need to develop 
team building skills and come to be seen as role models by their teams (Davis, 1998). Hence, 
professional development programs for academics need to include multiple foci – adult 
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learning theory, providing advice on teaching and learning for sessionals, and team 
development skills (Davis, 1998). A ‘multi-layered’ model (Davis 1998), catering for team 
leaders’ needs at one level and team members’ needs at another, is one response. 
 
Hall et al. (1997) note that “those with leadership/management responsibilities for sessional 
staff need a bank of ideas to draw on (p. 322). But what if the bank has few deposits? The 
tripartite model of academic development proposed in this paper could increase the reserves 
of this bank. Such reserves are those identified by the sessional teachers who responded to the 
survey undertaken as part of this research project.  
 
Method 
 
As the researcher, I had my own experience of sessional teaching, yet wished to investigate 
and interpret the experiences of many others. The research design was premised on an 
interpretive agenda within a phenomenological framework. I designed a survey using the key 
themes of the Australian Learning and Teaching Council-funded RED Report on sessional 
teaching in Australia (Percy et al., 2008) as a structural framework. To distribute the survey, I 
gained from the university management system database the names and contact details of all 
sessional teachers employed by the institution during the semester the research was 
conducted. I created the survey using the institution’s survey software which allows for online 
survey design, distribution and collation of results. This software allowed for full anonymity 
for respondents through undertaking the survey online. I distributed the survey online to all 
854 sessional teachers who had an institution email address allocated to them. There were 
183 responses (21% response rate).  
 
The survey consisted of 63 items, seeking input on many aspects of sessional teaching –
demographics, qualifications, teaching experience, current duties, reasons for working 
sessionally, future aspirations; perceptions of induction and training, identified academic 
development needs, integration into the academic community, reward, recognition and 
feedback. These survey items were designed as a mix of ‘select the best option or options’ 
(with ‘Other’ and ‘N.A’ included), ‘yes’ or ‘no’ and add comments, Likert scale responses, 
importance and satisfaction rating scales, ranking of options, and open ended questions. 
 
I processed responses from the participants in a spreadsheet so that the procedure of sorting 
and isolating particular questions and sets of questions/responses was made more manageable 
and efficient. Once in manageable format, I collated all questions producing quantitative 
answers, and began to code and look for themes in all textual responses. This coding 
procedure allowed an illumination of prominent issues that recurred as the data was analysed.  
 
Data analysis and interpretations 
One question asked participants to rate their original induction to sessional teaching at the 
university, using a 5-point Likert scale (see Figure 1). The majority (60%) believed their 
initial introduction was a positive one. Yet 30% perceived the same experience in a negative 
light. Responses are presented in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1: Perception of initial induction 
 
This data suggests that the university manages the induction of some sessional teachers well 
but a considerable number of sessional staff perceive that their induction was less than 
satisfactory.  
 
I analysed responses to eleven ‘Importance/Satisfaction’ ratings questions regarding aspects 
of when respondents were first employed by the institution. The rating scale used ‘1’ to 
represent ‘Not at all Important’ and ‘Very Unsatisfied, ‘5’ to represent ‘Very Important’ and 
‘Very Satisfied’, with a ‘Not Applicable’ option included with all questions.  
 
Responses revealed that what was initially most important to sessionals was clarity about their 
duties, administrative support, access to office facilities and receiving feedback from 
supervisors. Being clear about their duties was paramount, and clearly is located in the 
relationship between sessional teacher and supervisor. At this important stage of their 
sessional teaching role, it is clear that a sense of unease was reported by respondents. Table 1 
presents a summary of the mean ratings for these eleven questions. 
 
Table 1: Mean importance and satisfaction ratings Q26 – Q36 
 
 Importance Satisfaction 
Q26. Being clear about my duties when I commenced. 4.73 3.70 
Q27. Being given a school/faculty orientation handbook 3.69 4.04 
Q28. Being given information about relevant university policies. 3.98 2.95 
Q29. Being given a point of contact regarding administrative 
support within the school.  
4.51 3.75 
Q30. Meeting with other casual academics within my school. 3.78 3.27 
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 Importance Satisfaction 
Q31. Being referred to relevant resources about effective teaching 
and learning. 
4.06 3.30 
Q32. Being told about the professional development program for 
casual academics. 
3.90 2.92 
Q33. Being asked if I would like a more experienced casual 
academic to act as a mentor to me. 
3.24 2.52 
Q34. Being given a peer review of one of my classroom teaching 
sessions  
3.08 2.34 
Q35. Receiving feedback on my role from my supervisor. 4.12 3.32 
Q36. Being given use of office facilities to allow me to perform 
my duties effectively. 
4.31 3.11 
 
In order to provide an opportunity to identify perceived needs without the restrictive 
‘Importance/Satisfaction’ prompts, respondents were asked a four part open-ended question 
asking them to identify needs at various stages of their development – between recruitment 
and their first class/duty, during their first week, during their first semester and in subsequent 
semesters.  
 
Responses to these questions were collated by individual question. Following grounded 
theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), all responses were coded into clusters. These responses were 
re-read until it became apparent that all clusters had been identified. Each cluster was themed 
as part of the coding process. The outcome was that eight themes could be identified. 
Analysis of the responses to the four questions was collated into table format, as presented in 
Table 2.  
 
Table 2: Needs as identified by sessional teachers 
 
Q. When you first commenced at this institution, and as your work progressed, what things do you feel you 
needed or need most from this institution to support you in your academic work: 
 
Theme 
a. 
pre-first 
class/duty 
b. 
first week 
c. 
first semester 
d. 
subsequent 
semesters 
Number of 
responses 
Number of 
responses 
Number of 
responses 
Number of 
responses  
Administrative support 
e.g.  
 “who’s who” 
 keys, photocopiers, office 
 campus layout 
 
30 25 19 13 
Clarity of duties 
e.g. 
 timetable of classes 
 expectations of me 
 marking required of me 
 
22 2 0 0 
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*many participants selected the option ‘This is my first semester’. 
 
Interpreting this data by progression across rows, a sense of initial ‘needs’ emerges, and any 
lessening or heightening of each ‘need’ during semester and into following semesters. For 
example, participants indicated they needed administrative support most when they first 
commenced with the university. Understandably, this need lost emphasis as time progressed.  
 
A sense of initial anxiety in wanting to know the specifics of their role and duties tends to 
emanate from the responses – again understandably so. Also apparent was the emphasis 
placed by participants on coming to terms with the content covered in their teaching role. 
Again, the perceived importance of this aspect lessens during semester(s). There is a distinct 
trend in the perceptions of the need for ‘support’. Once the initial need for administrative help 
and clarification of duties lessened, indications are that as first semester progressed, sessional 
Support 
e.g. 
 meet with supervisor/other teachers 
 communication during semester 
 feedback on my performance 
 
20 36 49 21 
Content to be taught 
e.g. 
 course materials 
 what students should know 
 referencing requirements 
 
12 7 4 6 
Help with technology 
e.g. 
 using lecture room technology 
 using the LMS 
 providing online materials 
 
6 5 1 3 
Academic development 
e.g. 
 short course on teaching methods 
 help with the first class 
 how to engage students online 
 
3 6 7 9 
Information 
e.g. 
 found some resources by accident 
 confusion over start times 
 
2 0 0 0 
Other 
e.g.  
 workplace conditions 
 opportunity to expand my role 
 
8 2 4 1 
Not applicable 7 7 4 7 
TOTAL RESPONSES 110 90 88 60* 
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teachers felt an increasing need for support, to the extent that the numbers responding that “I 
need support” more than doubled.  
 
In order to illustrate in more detail the nature of the ‘support’ sessional teachers felt they 
needed, I include here some of the responses to the final open ended question on the survey: 
“Please add any comments here about any issues that concern you as a casual academic at 
Deakin”. Responses revealed several themes. 
 
Feedback 
The desire for feedback on different aspects was expressed by many respondents. For 
example: 
 
Additional feedback of teaching, dialogue with faculty chair regarding any 
concerns, marking procedures, guidelines for assessment – EG what constitutes a 
high distinction etc. 
 
There was no review whereby the unit chairs sat down and discussed the results 
from the student feed back.  
 
… a mentor, or someone like that, who would reassure me that I wasn’t leading 
the students up the garden path! 
 
… feedback from supervisor re teaching effectiveness/style/methods of 
improvement 
 
These comments point to some important aspects of the sessional teachers’ role – effective 
teaching, ways to improve teaching, feedback from students, marking and assessment – all of 
which have a major impact on student learning. 
 
Supervisor 
Sessional teachers commented regularly about the relationship between them and their 
supervisor/unit chair. There were positive comments such as: 
 
My supervisor is excellent and well organised and provides me with support. I 
understand not all are as good which would make the working conditions very 
difficult as I have no other avenues of support.   
 
… my supervisor and others in my area are excellent. They are supportive, 
informative and active. This has made my experience at Deakin very enjoyable. 
(Prior to working at Deakin, I was a casual academic for seven years at another 
university.) 
 
The lecturers I work with have been outstanding supporting my timetabling 
commitments, hours and subject involvement. 
 
There were also less positive comments: 
 
I feel I have been given no guidance regarding what to teach, or how to teach. I 
follow the same unit guide that students have, and attempt to predict which areas 
they will need highlighting and extra explanation.  
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The lecturer I tutor for is on a different campus and this person has provided little 
or no support.  
 
The first lecturer I worked for said go online and find teaching hints and tips there 
if you want but you will probably be fine without it. The next & current Unit 
Chair just figured if it’s your second semester no need for me to help you.  
 
You were left to your own resources from the beginning[,] which was daunting. 
 
And there were responses from sessional teachers who seemingly had been in the role for a 
while: 
 
The teaching experience is generally influenced by how accessible a Unit Chair is, 
and often based on an existing relationship with that Unit Chair 
 
Some things have improved since I first started re: training and support for 
sessionals. But in the end it depends on who you work for as to whether or not 
you feel supported. 
 
The entire experience of teaching a Unit at Deakin depends on the Unit chair. I 
have had one excellent Unit Chair… the other 2 are absolutely hopeless for 
different reasons – forgetful, using out of date lectures, taking a long time to 
respond to queries and requests for help 
 
The fact that respondents commented from different perspectives about their supervisors can 
be reasonably interpreted as an indicator of how important the supervisor’s role is in the lived 
experience of sessional teachers.  
 
With regards to the leadership theme of this paper, the following two comments from 
sessional teachers highlight an aspect of the teaching environment which future models of 
academic development must consider: 
 
Supervisors often seem too busy to fully brief and respond to issues of content 
development and student expectations. I am not always confident that my 
expectations are what Deakin’s are.  
 
Academics are often overworked but supportive and thankful of the contribution 
of their casual staff. 
 
Perhaps one of the most telling comments in looking towards a model of development for 
supervisors was: 
 
I don’t understand why they don’t have a more functional division of labour. It 
seems like a Unit Chair is expected to be good at research, good at pitching for 
grants, passionate about teaching … a good team leader/manager for their 
sessional staff and a fabulous administrator. This is an unrealistic expectation – 
the skill sets are completely different. You would not create such a role in 
industry.  
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Herein lies an indicator of future direction through a tripartite model of academic 
development. 
 
Communication 
Some of the responses that pointed to the issue of communication included: 
 
… the Unit I have taught for 9 consecutive semesters was inexplicably withdrawn 
from offerings on my Campus this semester. No-one bothered to inform me about 
this; I found out by contacting the faculty timetabler to ask about the times of the 
classes. I was hurt, and believe this is appalling treatment of a long-standing tutor 
with a record of teaching success and diligence in the Faculty. 
 
It makes it very stressful to receive lectures and tutes just days before. 
 
Just simply some contact! 
 
Team 
A number of responses made reference to team work: 
 
I … attended an information session at the beginning of 2009 … this was the 
first… time I felt like I was part of a team.  
 
I would like to feel that I am recognized as a member of the faculty teaching team. 
Generally, I receive en passant comments from my unit chairs but do not feel that 
I am regarded as a fully fledged member of the group, rather as someone who is 
disposable and only a temporary adjunct to the ‘real’ members. 
 
I was interested in finding out from sessional teachers the ways they prefer to learn about 
teaching and learning in higher education, rather than academic developers assuming to know 
what they need. So I asked respondents to rank in order of preference ten options (and one 
‘Other’ option) for learning more about teaching and learning in higher education. Details are 
presented in Table 3. 
 
Table 3: Learning preferences of sessional teachers 
 
Most preferred way to learn about teaching and learning  1st preference 
Advice from your supervisor 31.7% 
From a mentor 17.1% 
Face to face professional development workshops 16.9% 
On-the-job self reflection 12.2% 
Informal chats with other casual academics  10.6% 
Observing and discussing with others in a similar role 9.0% 
From student feedback 7.9% 
From a peer observing you and providing feedback on your work 4.5% 
Reading the literature on teaching and learning 3.3% 
Online professional development materials 1.3% 
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Clearly the most preferred form was from their supervisor (31% of respondents nominated 
this as the first preference). The lack of feedback provided by some supervisors then, is a 
particular concern.  
 
One limitation of this study is the absence of perceptions by the supervisors of sessional 
teachers, and this is an area which will need exploration into the future. Another limitation is 
the use of survey data alone in framing this analysis. Whilst the survey data provide a level of 
insight into the lived experiences of sessional teachers, further investigation into more 
specific perceptions, experiences and needs is required – particularly in conjunction with 
those of supervisors.  
 
The data gathered to this point suggest direction for future academic development 
opportunities, away from the current Deakin University centralised, online approach for 
sessional teachers, to pursuit of a more contextualised model targeted at the teaching team 
level.  
 
Discussion 
 
There are academics as supervisors who understand the needs of sessionals and who reap the 
rewards for looking after them (Kift, 2002; Wilson & Lizzio, 2008). But clearly academics 
are busy people (Anderson, Johnson & Saha, 2002; Coaldrake & Stedman, 1999), and in a 
sense it is understandable that they do not have time to commit to providing substantial 
academic development opportunities for their sessional teachers. Yet many of the ‘needs’ 
identified by the sessional teachers at Deakin University could be efficiently met with modest 
time commitment, and with increased awareness of these specified needs. It is here that the 
central academic unit can play a leadership role (Chalmers & O’Brien, 2005) and facilitate 
environments in which supervisors are given more opportunities to develop awareness of, and 
to develop leadership capacity to begin to address, sessional teachers’ needs, perhaps in a 
manner similar to the ‘cascade model’ proposed by Le Foe and Parish (2009).  
 
There is a “need for formally recognised leaders who provide a clear vision and direction and 
monitor progress” (Bolden et al., 2009, p. 266), yet ‘emergent’ or ‘bottom-up’ (Bolden et 
al., 2009) leadership which bubbles up at the local level (Davis, 2003, cited in Eddy & 
VanDerLinden, 2006) can also form part of an institution’s culture of leadership. The 
apparent gap between senior leaders’ understanding of teaching and learning issues in higher 
education, and that of coalface teachers (Anderson et al., 2002), tends to add impetus to the 
notion that leadership needs new and multiple perspectives (Tomlinson, 2003).  
 
Identifying needs, working with supervisors, establishing what works and what is practical 
and generating ownership is likely to have beneficial results for both sessionals and 
supervisors, and in the long run for student learning and engagement. The ‘bottom-up’ 
approach to leadership development is not necessarily mutually exclusive from ‘top-down’ 
initiatives (Woods, Bennett, Harvey & Wise, 2004), but more of a testing of traditional 
thinking on leadership in academic institutions.  
 
A tripartite model of academic development responds to the strategic direction of Deakin 
University, by means of the central academic development unit taking on the ‘broker’ role, as 
identified in the Integrated Competing Values Framework (ICVF) (Vilkinas et al., 2007), so 
as to provide opportunities for academic coordinators and sessional teachers to develop as 
effective leaders and teachers. Sessional teachers are frequently overlooked in discussions of 
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policy and institutional strategy (Coaldrake & Stedman, 1999). A dualistic approach (bottom-
up and top-down) would recognise and broaden the ‘interventionist’ approach suggested by 
Cameron and Tesoriero (2006). For example, the School of Management at Curtin University, 
possibly implementing some of the theory they were teaching, facilitated a series of meetings 
between sessional teachers and full time staff at key points of semester. Unsurprisingly, 
sessionals reported a “collegial spirit and feeling of good will” (Hall et al., 1997, p. 326), and 
perhaps even more unsurprisingly, the course co-ordinator believed this supportive approach 
“contributed towards her ability to retain sessional staff” (Hall et al., 1997, p. 326). 
 
Central academic development units should work to build leadership capacity (Pearson & 
Trevitt, 2005). A model of academic development situated in the workplace (Beckton, 2009), 
responding to both supervisor and sessional teacher needs, is one step towards achieving this. 
Sessional teachers at Deakin University have clearly identified what they need from their 
leaders. This paper has proposed one possible response.  
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